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The Bureau of Business and Economic Research is the research and 
public service branch of The University of Montana's School of Business 
Administration.
The Bureau is involved in a wide variety of activities, including economic 
analysis and forecasting; health care, forest products, and manufacturing 
industry research; and survey research. The latest information about these 
topics is published regularly in the Bureau's award-winning magazine, the 
Montana Business Quarterly, which is partially supported by Wells Fargo.
The Bureau's Economics Montana forecasting system provides public and 
private decision makers with reliable forecasts and analysis. These state and 
local area forecasts are the focus of the annual series of Economic Outlook 
Seminars, cosponsored by First Interstate Bank, the Bureau, and respective 
Chambers of Commerce in Billings, Bozeman, Butte, Great Falls, Helena, 
Kalispell, and Missoula.
The Montana Poll, a quarterly public opinion poll, questions Montanans 
about their views on a variety of economic and social issues. The Bureau 
also conducts contract survey research and offers a random-digit dialing 
program for survey organizations in need of random telephone samples.
The Health Care Industry Research Program examines markets, trends, 
industry structure, costs, and other high visibility topics in this important 
Montana industry.
Research on the forest products industry has long been an important 
part of Bureau operations. While emphasis is placed on Montana's industry, 
the cooperative research with the U.S. Forest Service involves most of 
the western states. A recently-formed research consortium including the 
Bureau, the Forest Products Department at the University of Idaho, and the 
Wood Materials and Engineering Laboratory at Washington State University 
addresses forest operations and utilization problems unique to the Inland 
Northwest.
The Bureau, in cooperation with Montana Business Connections, 
recently expanded the scope of its ongoing wood products manufacturing 
research to include all of Montana's manufacturing industries. Through this 
program, a comprehensive statewide electronic information system will be 
developed.
Bureau personnel continually respond to numerous requests for local, 
state, and national economic data. Don't hesitate to call on Bureau staff 
members if they can be of service to you.
The Montana Business Quarterly (1SSN0026-9921) is published four times a year by the Bureau of Busi­
ness and Economic Research and is a service of The University of Montana-Missoula. The subscription 
rates for the Quarterly are $35 per year, $65 for two years, $90 for three years, and $10 per issue. Periodi­
cal postage is paid in Missoula, MT 59812. POSTMASTER: Send address changes to the Montana 
Business Quarterly, Bureau of Business and Economic Research, The University of Montana, Missoula, 
MT 59812.
Contents of the Quarterly reflect the views and opinions of the authors and do not necessarily represent 
those of the Bureau, the School of Business Administration, or the university. The contents of this pub­
lication may be reproduced without the consent of the publisher and/or authors. Proper credit should 
be given to the Quarterly and its contributors for the use of any published material.
The Montana Business Quarterly is available on microfilm from University Microfilms, 300 N. Zeeb Rd., 
Ann Arbor, MI 49106.
Reprints of the articles are not available, but additional copies of the Quarterly can be secured at $10 
per copy. All inquiries regarding subscriptions, publications, etc., should be addressed to: Montana Busi­




Presented by The University of Montana 
Bureau of Business and Economic Research
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INVESTING IN A CDMPETETIVE, EDUCATED WORKFORCE
Program:
With a hot economy in Montana, at least as measured by low unemployment and high 
growth rates, the last thing we need is an ICE age, right? Wrong.
As Montana employers struggle to find workers qualified to meet specific labor de­
mands, it becomes clear that investing in a competitive, educated workforce is neces­
sary for Montana to take advantage of the opportunities presented by the increasingly 
competitive global economy. "To ensure continued growth, Montana must connect the 
dots between its education system, the private sector, and public policy.
•  Investing in Montana workers will yield high returns. A  skilled and productive 
workforce will meet the needs of Montana businesses and be rewarded with a high 
standard of living.
• Competition is fierce in today’s global economy. Montana’s workforce will need to 
continually improve its skill level in order to remain competitive.
• Education is the cornerstone of workforce development. Montana higher educa­
tion must continue to respond to the needs of businesses by preparing students to 
meet the specific demands of Montana’s job market.
A new ICE age in Montana would be very cool indeed.
REGISTRATION FORM
Complete form, detach, and mail with payment to: 
Bureau of Business and Economic Research 
Gallagher Business Building, Suite 231 
The University of Montana 
Missoula, MT 59812-6840 
You may also register online at www.bber.umt.edu
Locations:
□  Missoula □ Butte
January 25, 2008 February 7, 2008
Hilton Garden Inn and Copper King Hotel and
Conference Center Conference Center
□  Helena □ Kalispell
January 29, 2008 February 12, 2008
Great Northern Hotel Hilton Garden Inn
□  Great Falls a Lewistown
January 30, 2008 March 11,2008
Hampton Inn Central Montana 
Education Center
□  Billings
February 5, 2008 □ Havre
Crown Plaza Hotel March 12, 2008 
Applied Technology Center
□  Bozeman MSU Northern
February 6, 2008 
Best Western 
GranTree Inn
Commissioner of Higher Education Sheila Steams will discuss the integral role educa­
tion plays in workforce development during the 33rd Annual Montana Economic Out­
look Seminar. As the chief executive officer of the Montana University System, Stearns 
will explain how investment in education will continue to keep Montana competitive.
As in past years, the seminar will highlight the latest economic trends and explain what 
they mean for Montana. Bureau researchers and other experts will examine recent 
trends and the outlook for Montana’s important industries -  nonresident travel, health 
care, agriculture, manufacturing, and forest products. O ur luncheon program will 
feature Steve Holland, director of the Montana Manufacturing Extension Center at 
Montana State University. He and his field engineers will discuss workforce challenges 






C ity ______________________________  State__________
Phone____________________________ Z ip ____________
Payment:
□  Check enclosed 
(Payable to: Bureau of Business & Economic Research)
7:45-8:00 Coffee and Registration
8:00 -  8:05 Welcome and Introductions, Charles E. Keegan III
8:05 -  8:45 The New ICE Age: Investing in a Competetive, 
Educated Workforce, Sheila Steams
8:45-8:55 Coffee Break
8:55-9:25 National, State, and Local Outlooks, Raul E. Polzin
9:25-9:45 Real Estate/Housing, Scott Rickard
9:45-10:00 Local Perspective, Local Expert
10:00- 10:10 Coffee Break
10:10- 10:30 Nonresident Travel, Norma Nickerson
10:30- 10:50 Health Care, Patrick Barkey
10:50- 1 1:10 Agriculture, George Haynes
11:10-11:30 Manufacturing and Forest Products, 
Charles E. Keegan III
11:30 -  11:40 Coffee Break
11:40- Noon Chamber of Commerce Report, Local Speaker
Noon -  12:50 Managing the Challenge: How Companies Respond to
(lunch provided) Workforce Issues, Steve Holland
12:50 Closing Remarks
Questions?
Call (406) 243-5113 or visit our Web site 
Register online at www.bber.umt.edu
□  Credit Card (Visa, MasterCard, Discover)




□  $80 registration includes seminar, proceedings, lunch, and 





□  $20 processing fee for continuing education credits:
□  Montana Society of CPAs, 4 credits
□  Montana Board of Real Estate Appraisers, 4 credits
□  Montana Board of Realty Regulation, 4 credits
□  Institute of Certified Management Accountants,
4 credits
□  Society of American Foresters, 4 credits
□  Montana Insurance Continuing Education Program, 
2 credits
□  Montana Teacher Professional Renewal Units,
5 credits
□  Montana Board of Social W ork Examiners and 
Professional Counselors, 5 credits
□  Montana Board of Nursing Home Administrators, 
4.25 credits

P  Reservation Revenues
Uncovering Economic Contributions 
o f Montana’s American Indian Tribes
r YellowRpbe
f  J&k « Wildfire Suppression Costs
R by Krista Gebert
ttff Selections, Dispositions, 
f f  and Acquisitions 
A Brief History of 
Montana's Land Grants 
by Tom Schultz
Fort Belknap: Grant Stafne, deputy superintendent of the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs on the Fort Belknap Reservation, stands near the site of 
the first oil and gas test well drilled after the 2005 BIA mineral rights 
auction. Photo by Russel Daniels
2 5  Whitefish Entrepreneur 
Launches Montana into 
Radio’s New Age
by Amy Joyner
Look for the 2008 Economic Outlook 
Seminar Registration Form
Cover photo taken on the Northern Cheyenne Reservation. 
Joe Grinsell rides with his daughter Haley on land where 
their house is located, near Busby. Grinsell says one o f the 
reasons his family chose to live out o f town is the chance to 
hop on a horse and ride into the hills for the day.
Photo by Devin Wagner
Cover design by Gwen Landquist
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Uncovering Economic Contributions 
of Montana’s American Indian Tribes
by Eleanor YellowRobe
Director’s note:
Montana’s American Indian tribes have long been 
important components o f  the state’s political and social 
landscape. Recently, the economic contributions o f the 
tribes and associated activities (such as the Indian Health 
Service, school districts, and tribal businesses) to state and 
local economies have also received attention. This report 
is the first step (and only the first step) in estimating and
Fort Peck: Rusty Stafne drives along a road flanked by fields watered by the Fort Peck Reservation's BIA irrigation system.
Photo by Kristine Paulsen
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quantifying the economic impacts o f  the tribes and their 
associated activities. The State-Tribal Economic Development 
Committee (STEDC) funded researcher Eleanor YellowRobe 
to review audited financial statements and government 
reports and documents, the most credible sources available, 
to obtain data concerning tribal and related activities. This 
information has never before been collected. This report 
is not an economic impact estimate. These impacts depend 
crucially on the exact sources o f revenues and the precise way 
in which they are spent. For example, a tribal expenditure for 
wages and salaries is likely to have a greater local economic 
impact than a similar expenditure for office equipment. The 
wages and salaries are likely to be spent and re-spent locally 
while the dollars for office equipment may quickly leave the 
area to merchants or wholesalers in Denver, Minneapolis, or 
elsewhere. STEDC is currendy planning to fund a study to 
further refine and quantify the local impacts o f  our state’s 
reservations. Finally, since this report is based on audited 
financial statements and other credible government reports, 
the revenue and expenditure figures reported in the following 
table may, in fact, be low. This article is a condensed and 
edited version o f the report submitted to STEDC.
E conomic contributions o f state entities withinMontana’s seven reservations and the Litde Shell Tribe are significant — $1,028,089,317 for fiscal year 2003. Montana’s reservations encompass 
5,520,940 acres, or 8,626 square miles, o f  the state’s land 
base o f 147,046 square miles. Tribal membership for the 
reservations and the Little Shell Tribe is 69,324, which 
constitutes 7 percent o f the state’s population.
This article presents a summary o f tribal monetary 
contributions by reservation area, plus the Litde Shell Tribe, 
which has no reservation. Table 1, page 4, shows total 
revenues by reservation area. Activities associated with the 
Flathead Reservation area accounted for the largest share at 
about $317 million, or 30.9 percent o f the total. The Fort 
Belknap Reservation was the smallest, with about $76 million, 
or 7.4 percent. The Little Shell Tribe (with no reservation) 
reported $204,595.
Montana’s seven American Indian reservations are 
precisely defined spatial areas. Many o f  the activities covered 
in this report may technically occur outside reservation 
boundaries, but reservations still provide a convenient and 
easy-to-understand way o f presenting the data. Figure 1, 
page 5, presents a map o f Montana’s reservations along with 
nearby towns.
Crow: Six-year-old Mae listens to music as she plays with her dolls on the porch of her home. 
Photo by Adam Sings In The Timber
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Table 1
Total Sources and Uses of Revenues,
Montana Reservations Areas and Tribes, FY2003
Reservation Area/Tribe Amount Percent Rank
Flathead $317,414,674 30.9 1
Blackfeet $158,042,084 15.4 2
Fort Peck $149,125,141 14.5 3
Crow $130,572,785 12.7 4
Northern Cheyenne $117,026,912 11.4 5
Rocky Boy $79,490,451 7.7 6
Fort Belknap $76,212,675 7.4 7
Little Shell Tribe $204,595 8
Totals $1,028,089,317 100.0%
information refers to fiscal year 2003 because 
it was the latest information available through 
the Federal Audit Clearing House when the 
research began. The financial reports were 
received through Freedom o f Information 
Act requests to agencies with oversight 
authority for the various entities within the 
reservation, such as the US. Department o f 
Interior, U.S. Department o f  Education, U.S. 
Department o f Health and Human Services, 
U.S. Department o f Housing and Urban 
Development, and other state and federal 
governments. The reports were also received 
through direct requests to tribal leaders.
Detailed sources o f revenue are presented in
Table 2
Revenue Sources, Montana Reservation Areas 
and Tribes, FY 2003
Source Amount Percent
Federal Sources $629,385,734 61.2
Earned: Revenue by Entities or Individuals $223,431,541 21.7
Various: Other Govemment/Private Sources $95,864,138 9.3
State: School Districts & grants/awards $68,346,032 6.7
Fiduciary: maintained on behalf of others $11,061,872 1.1
Total $1,028,089,317 100.0
Revenue information is presented by source (see source 
definitions to the right). The tabulations distinguish 
between, for example, the dollars received from the federal 
government and those earned by tribal entities.
Detailed sources and uses o f revenues are provided 
for each reservation area. Since each reservation area is 
different, table formats vary from one reservation area to 
another.
Table 2. The definitions are as follows:
• Federal: All direct federal funding and/ 
or assistance received by tribes and affiliated 
activities from the U. S. government. Federal 
sources accounted for approximately $629 
million, or 61.2 percent o f the total.
Earned: Revenue earned by the entities 
through various means, such as lease revenues, 
enterprises, or investing. This also includes 
revenue to tribal members through trust 
income for use o f their land, or by interest 
payments related-, to treaty obligations or U.S. 
government land settlements called per capita. These sources 
accounted for $223 million, or 21.7 percent o f total.
• Various: A miscellaneous category used by auditors when 
a source is too small to record in its own category, and is 
summarized into one. It is often many small sums o f pass­
through dollars by various government agencies or private 
organization grants. These revenue sources were $95.9 
million, or 9.3 percent o f the total.
The data on revenue sources and uses reported in the 
following tables were collected from 72 audited financial 
statements and 61 government financial reports. All
The State-Tribal Economic Development Commission
Established by the Legislature in 1999, the State-Tribal 
Economic Development Commission (STEDC) pursues expansion 
of economic development opportunities for each of the eight Indian 
Nations in Montana. The Commission includes membership from 
each of Montana's Tribal Nations, the coordinator of Indian Affairs, 
the Montana Department of Commerce, and the Governor’s Office 
of Economic Development.
• State: Revenue from the State o f Montana. Two major 
categories o f  state revenues include school districts operating 
on or near reservations and grants or contracts to entities on 
the reservation based on minority status or income levels. 
Additionally, State o f Montana Department o f Health and 
Human Services Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF) funds are included in this category. The State o f 
Montana accounted for $68.3 million, or 6.7 percent o f the 
total.
• Fiduciary: Assets held by an entity in a trustee capacity or 
as an agent for individuals, other governments, and/or other
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Figure 1
Reservation Border Towns and Major Cities
Sources: County outlines from  U.S. Census Bureau’s TIGER line files. Point locations for M o n tan a ’s county seats  
w ere selected from  th e  U.S. Geological Survey Geographic N am es Inform ation System. These a re  the s a m e  as  
th e  largest cities in each county, except fo r M adison County w here Ennis is th e  largest town and Virginia City 
is th e  county seat. Created by: Census &  Economic In form ation Center, M ontana D epartm en t of Com m erce, 
h ttp ://ce ic .m t.g o v
funds. Examples o f these accounts are student 
activity/club accounts managed by school 
districts or pension funds and self-insurance 
funds held by institutions on behalf o f  their 
employees. Fiduciary sources paid $11.1 million, 
or 1.1 percent o f the total.
Reservation Area Profiles
Revenue sources and uses are presented for 
each o f the seven Montana reservations and 
the Litde Shell Tribe. As mentioned earlier, 
reservations are used as a general geographic 
location since tribal and affiliated entities may 
operate outside the reservation borders. Also, 
since each reservation has its own unique 
characteristics, the revenue uses categories are 
not identical for every reservation area. Fort Belknap: Joel Fish, 21, Nakoa HeavyRunner, 27, and Donovan Archam bault Jr.,
24, rehearse and record the ir round-dance songs in a modest home stud io on the Fort 
Belknap Reservation. HeavyRunner records and produces trad itiona l powwow and round 
dance songs fo r Native musicians on many reservations. HeavyRunner is also the land and 
lease manager fo r F irst Nation Petroleum, the oil exploration company he helped found. 
Photo by Russel Daniels
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Blackfeet Reservation Area 
[Tables 3 and 4)
The Blackfeet Reservation area is located in north-central 
Montana near the Canadian border and is home to the 
Blackfeet Tribe. Revenue sources and uses for tribal and 
affiliated entities totaled about $158.0 million in FY 2003, the 
second largest among Montana’s seven reservations.
The federal government is the largest revenue source, 
contributing about $110.0 million, or 69.6 percent. Earned 
income totaled approximately $32.7 million, or 20.7 percent.
The State o f Montana and various miscellaneous sources 
contributed $7.1 and $7.8 million, respectively, and accounted 
for 4.6 to 4.9 percent o f the total. Fiduciary sources 
contributed less than 1 percent at $369,219.
Among the uses o f  revenue, the Blackfeet Tribe was the 
largest, accounting for about $43.4 million, or 27.4 percent o f 
the total. The Indian Health Service was the second largest 
category with approximately $32.5 million, or 20.6 percent. 
Browning Public Schools accounted for approximately $29.0 
million, or 18.3 percent..
Table 3
Revenue Sources, Blackfeet Reservation Area, FY 2003
Source Amount Percent
Federal Sources $110,050,591 69.6
Earned: Revenue by Entities or Individuals $32,688,407 20.7
Various: Other Government/Private Sources $7,793,162 4.9
State: School Districts & grants/awards $7,140,706 4.6
Fiduciary: maintained on behalf of others $369,219 0.2
Total $158,042,084 100.0
Table 4
Uses of Revenues, Blackfeet Reservation Area, FY 2003
Entity Amount Percent
Blackfeet Tribe of Blackfeet Indian -ReServation $43,355,313 27.4
Indian Health Service $32,526,607 20.6
Browning Public School $28,959,483 18.3
Blackfeet Community College^ $9,583,629 6.1
Bureau of Indian Affairs , $9,337,049 5.9
Blackfeet Housing Authority / $6,303,200 4.0
Social Security Income* , I $4,484,088 g(S.8
Trust Payments $3,957,397 2.5
Heart Butte School Distr)6t 8  $3,822,273/; 2.4
TANF $3,790,492 2.4
Food Stamps $3*621,814 2.3
Retirement Income*// H$3,5&5,354 2.3
Cut Bank Public Scjfools $1,962,796 1 1.2
Other Entities $2,782,589 g 1.8
Total/ $158,042,084 100.0
* 2000 Census.
&  r f  _ m 'S' J  /)
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Crow Reservation Area 
[Tables 5 and 6]
The Crow Reservation area is located in southeastern 
Montana and is home to the Apsaalooke Nation. Crow 
Agency serves as headquarters and is about 15 miles east o f 
Hardin. The closest urban city is Billings, 60 miles to the west. 
With a total o f  $130.6 million in revenue sources, the Crow 
reservation area ranks fourth among Montana’s reservation 
areas.
The U.S. government is the largest revenue source 
with $74.0 million, or 56.7 percent o f the total. Earned
income within the reservation area totaled about $31.8 
million, or 24.3 percent. The State o f Montana contributed 
approximately $13.8 million, or 10.6 percent. Various 
miscellaneous revenue sources contributed $6.3 million, or
4.8 percent. Fiduciary revenue sources totaled $4.6 million, 
about 3.5 percent.
The Crow Tribe o f Indians (the legal name used in audit 
reports) is the largest revenue use category with $36.8 million, 
or 28.2 percent o f the total. The Indian Health Service 
ranked second, with about $31.0 million, or 23.7 percent. 
Hardin School District with revenue uses o f approximately 
$15.2 million ranked third.
Table 5
Revenue Sources, Crow Reservation Area, FY 2003
1  Source Amount
Federal Sources $74,038,441 56.7
Earned: Revenue by Entities or Individuals $31,755,537 24.3
Various: Other Govemment/Private Sources $6,325,633 4.9
State: School Districts & grants/awards $13,847,085 10.6
Fiduciary: maintained on behalf of others $4,606,089 3.5
Total _____ $130,572,785 100.0
Table 6
Uses of Revenues, Crow Reservation Area, FY 2003
Entity Amount Percent
Crow Tribe of Indians $36,818,515 28.2
Indian Health Service $30,977,840 23.7
Hardin School District $15,178,801 11.6
Trust Payments $14,670,735 11.2
Lodge Grass School Districts $8,809,110 6.7
Bureau of Indian Affairs $7,645,006 5.9
Little Bighorn College $4,024,398 3.1
Social Security Income* 






Retirement Income* $1,842,515 ______ i-4 A
Food Stamps $1,721,253 ______ 13 u
Other Entities $1,652,391 ______ 13 ■
Total $130,572,785 ioo.o m
*  2 0 0 0  Census.
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Flathead Reservation Area 
[Tables 7 and 8]
The Flathead Reservation area, located along the western 
slope o f the Rocky Mountains, is home to the Bitterroot 
Salish, Upper Pend d’Oreille, and the Kootenai tribes. The 
headquarters o f  the Confederated Salish and Kootenai 
Tribes o f the Flathead Nation is located in Pablo. The closest 
urban areas are Missoula 60 miles to the south and Kalispell 
30 miles to the north. With total revenue sources o f about 
$317.4 million, the Flathead Reservation ranks first among 
Montana’s seven,reservation areas.
The federal government revenue sources totaled 
approximately $176.5 million, or 55.6 percent o f the total.
Earned income by the reservation entities were approximately 
$95.4 million, or 30.1 percent. Various miscellaneous revenue 
sources accounted for $26.5 million, or 8.3 percent. The State 
o f  Montana contributed $14.4 million, about 4.5 percent. 
Fiduciary sources were $4.6 million, or approximately 1.5 
percent.
The largest revenue use category o f Flathead reservation 
area is the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes o f the 
Flathead Nation with $182.9 million, about 57.6 percent o f 
the total. Social Security and retirement payments totaled 
$32.8 million and $22.9 million respectively, or 10.3 percent 
and 7.2 percent o f the total. Salish and Kootenai College 
accounted for $21.2 million, about 6.7 percent.
Table 7
Revenue Sources, Flathead Reservation Area, FY 2003
Source Amount Percent
Federal Sources $176,453,542 55.6
Earned: Revenue by Entities or Individuals $95,429,752 30.1
Various: Other Govemment/Private Sources $26,476,339 8.3
State: School Districts & grants/awards $14̂408,796 4.5
Fiduciary: maintained on behalf of others $4,646,245 ^  1.5
Total $317,414,674 100.0
Ja||g8 M
Uses of Revenues, Flathead Reservation Area, FY 2003
Entity Amount Percent
Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes of the Flathead Nationi $182,931,610 57.6
Social Security Income* $32,753,445 10.3
Retirement Income* $22,870,940 7.2
Salish Kootenai College $21,244,813 6.7
Ronan Public Schools $18,846,617 5.9
Salish Kootenai Housing Authority $6,330,903 2.0
Kicking Horse Job Corps** $5,114,494 1.6
Poison School District No. 23 $4,946,029 1.6
St Ignatius School District $4,932,991 1.6
Food Stamps $4,689,296
Ariee Schools Joint District $4,382,091
Other Entities $8,371,445 2.6
Total $317,414,674 100.0,
' 2000 Census.
*  Data other than FY 2003.
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Fort Belknap Reservation Area 
(Tables 9 and 10]
The Fort Belknap Reservation Area is located in north- 
central Montana and is home o f the Assiniboine and Gros 
Ventre tribes. The Fort Belknap Agency, four miles south 
o f Harlem and roughly 45 miles east o f  Havre, is the largest 
reservation community and serves as tribal headquarters. 
The closest urban areas are Great Falls about 160 miles 
to the southwest and Billings, approximately 200 miles 
south. Revenue sources for the Fort Belknap Reservation 
area totaled about $76.2 million, the smallest o f  Montana’s 
reservation areas.
The federal government is the largest revenue source 
with a total o f approximately $58.5 million, or 76.8 percent. 
Earned income by reservation entities accounted for about
$10.0 million, or 13.1 percent. The State o f Montana 
sources contributed roughly $4.6 million, or 6.1 percent, 
and miscellaneous revenue sources contributed $2.4 million, 
or roughly 3.2 percent. Fiduciary sources accounted for 
approximately $675,000, less than 1 percent.
The largest revenue use category was the Fort Belknap 
Indian Community with approximately $31.9 million, or
41.8 percent o f the total. The Indian Health Service was the 
second largest category with approximately $16.4 million, 
or 21.5 percent. There was approximately $8.8 million 
associated with the Harlem Public Schools, which represented 
about 11.6 percent o f the total. The Fort Belknap College 
accounted for approximately $5.6 million, or 7.3 percent o f 
the total.
Table 9
Revenue Sources, Fort Belknap Reservation Area, FY 2003
Source Amount Percent 1
Federal Sources $58,531,934 76.8
Earned: Revenue by Entities or Individuals $9,954,548 13.1
Various: Other Govemment/Private Sources $2,434,007 3.2
State: School Districts & grants/awards $4,617,092 6.0
Fiduciary: maintained on behalf of others $675,094 0.9
Total $76,212,675 100.0
Table 10
Uses of Revenues, Fort Belknap Reservation Area, FY 2003
Entity Amount Percent
Fort Belknap Indian Community $31,875,503 41.8
Indian Health Service $16,392,305 21.5
Harlem Public Schools $8,836,987 11.6
Fort Belknap College $5,533,038 7.3
Hays/Lodge Pole School District $3,739,081 4.9
Bureau of Indian Affairs $3,468,672 4.6
Dodson School District $1,626,486 2.1
Trust Payments $1,261,996 1.7
Social Security Income* $1,127,568 1.5
Retirement Income* $1,095,602 1.4
Other Entities $1,255,437 1.6
Total $76,212,675 100.0
*  2000 Census.
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Fort Peck Reservation Area [Tables 11 and 12]
The Fort Peck Reservation area is located in northeastern 
Montana and is home to the Assiniboine and Sioux 
tribes. The town o f Poplar serves as the headquarters 
for the reservation. The closest urban cities are Glasgow 
(about 70 miles to the west) and Williston, North Dakota, 
(approximately 74 miles to the east). Fort Peck revenue 
sources totaled about $149.1 million, ranking third among the 
seven Montana reservation areas.
The federal government revenue sources accounted 
for about $93.0 .million, or roughly 62.4 percent o f  the 
total. Earned^iif^^^by th.^^gsarvation entities was I
approximately $33.7 million, or 22.6 percent. The State o f 
Montana contributed about $17.0 million (11.4 percent) and 
miscellaneous sources were approximately $5.0 million (3.4 
percent). Fiduciary sources contributed roughly $460,000, or 
less than 1 percent.
Assiniboine and Sioux tribes’ revenue uses were about 
$49.2 million and accounted for about 33.0 percent o f all 
uses. The second largest use category was the Indian Health 
Service, with uses o f about $19.5 million, accounting for 
roughly 13.1 percent o f  the total. The Poplar School District 
reported uses o f approximately $12.6 million, or about 8.4 
.percent o f the total. Fort Peck Community College uses were 
about $10.6 million, or 7.1 percent.
Table 11
Revenue Sources, Fort Peck Reservation Area, FY 2003
Source Amount Percent |
% Federal Sources ^ $92,989,438 62.4
' Earoedjggvenue b/Entifles orlndividuals $33,699,756 22.6
\ Various: Other Gqyeifufient/Private Sources $4,999,918 3.3
State: Sdhpol Districts & grants/awards $16,976,495 11.4




Uses of Revenues, Fort Peck Reservation Area, FY 2003
|j Entity Amount Percent
f  Assiniboine & Sioux Tribes $49,244,746 33.0
Indian Health Service $19,529,077 13.1
Poplar School District $12,608,186 8.4
FprtPeck Community College $10,596,987 7.1
Wolf Point School District $10,018,735 6.7
Fort Peck Housing Authority $9,203,187 6.2
Social Security Income* $8,135,350 5.5
Bureau of Indian Affairs $5,425,637 3.6
Trust Payments $4,056,576 2.7
TANF $3,497,768 2.5
Brockton School District $3,414,995 2.3
Retirement Income* $3,311,595 2.2
Food Stamps $2,880,607 1.9
Frazer Public Schools , $2,558,840 1.7
Other Entities $4,642,855 3.1
Total $149,125,141 100.0
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Little Shell Tribe [Tables 13 and 14]
The Little Shell Band o f the Chippewa is recognized by 
the State o f Montana and is currently pending recognition 
by the U.S. government. The Little Shell Tribe has no 
designated land base in Montana; they mostly live in Great 
Falls, Chinook, Lewistown, and elsewhere in north-central 
Montana. Total 2003 revenue sources for the Little Shell Band 
o f the Chippewa were approximately $204,600, or less than 1 
percent o f the statewide total.
The largest revenue source for the Little Shell Tribe 
was the $107,600 it receives from the U.S. government for 
tobacco use prevention. An additional $50,000 was received 
from the State o f Montana and $47,000 from miscellaneous 
sources.
The Little Shell Tribe uses o f revenue were roughly 
$199,000, or 97.0 percent o f the total. Food stamps 
accounted for the remaining $5,600, or 3.0 percent o f the 
total.
Table 13
Revenue Sources, Little Shell Tribe, 2003
Source Amount Percent
Federal Sources $107,595 52.6
Various: Other Govemment/Private Sources $50,000 24.4
State: School Districts & grants/awards $47,000 23.0
Total $204,595 100.0
Table 14
Uses of Revenues, Little Shell Tribe, FY 2003
Entity Amount Percent
Little Shell Tribe* $199,000 97.0
Food Stamps* $5,595 3.0
Total $204,595 100.0
*Data other than FY 2003.
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Northern Cheyenne Reservation 
Area [Tables 15 and 16]
The Northern Cheyenne Reservation area is located 
in southeastern Montana and is home to the Northern 
Cheyenne Tribe. Lame Deer is the largest community on the 
reservation and serves as the headquarters. The nearest urban 
area is Billings, about 100 miles west o f  Lame Deer. Total 
revenue sources for the Northern Cheyenne reservation area 
were about $117.0 million, ranking fifth among Montana’s 
seven reservation areas.
The largest revenue source for the Northern Cheyenne 
was the U.S. government, which provided approximately 
$65.2 million, or about 55.8 percent o f  the total from all
sources. The miscellaneous category was approximately 
$35.9 million, or 30.6 percent. Earned income by reservation 
entities was roughly $9.7 million, or 8.3 percent. The State 
o f Montana accounted for about $6.1 million, and fiduciary 
sources were about $104,000.
The largest use category o f funds was the $32.5 million by 
St. Labre High School, which accounted for approximately
27.8 percent o f  the total. Northern Cheyenne Tribe 
accounted for approximately $28.0 million in uses, or 23.9 
percent o f  the total. The uses reported by the Indian Health 
Service were roughly $17.5 million'or 14.9 percent. The 
Lame Deer School District reported uses o f approximately 
$8.8 million, about 7.5 percent o f the total.
Table 15
Revenue Sources, Northern Cheyenne Reservation Area, 
FY 2003
Source Amount Percent
Federal Sources $65,246,246 55.8
Earned: Revenue by Entities or Individuals $9,735,977 8.3
Various: Other Govemment/Private Sources $35,868,725 30.6
M(fc’>P** '»**>* "i- State: School District? & grants/awards $6,071,167 5.2
Fiduciary: maintained dffbeTialf of others $104,797 0.1'SltSSS*-. *■’ Total $117,026,912 100.0
Table 16“ ‘
Uses of Revenues, Northern Cheyenne Reservation Area, 
FY 2003
Entity Amount Percent
St. Labre High School $32,549,577 27.8
Northern Cheyenne Tribe $28,008,644 23.9
fndiaji Health Service $17,470,116 14.9
Lame Deer School District $8,808,221 7.5
Chief Dull Knife Memorial£oÛ ge J^J,305 4.6
Bureau of lndianl[ffair9Sfcfl| $$,l|j#,398 4.4
Colstrip Scho jl̂ Qjst ricr^ $$,647,027 3.1
^ Northern Cheyenfte Housing Authority  ̂$31484,920 3.0
@ Northern Cheyenne Tri&al School) • $3,104,687 2.7
llf-pod Stamps . $2,564,667 2.2
l^ocjgl Security Incomfe*^ $1,754,808 1.5
| $5,166,542 4.4
jg Total $117,026,912 100.0
20Q0Ceji?us.;
Data^other than FY 200,3.
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Rocky Boy's Reservation Area 
[Table 17 and 18]
The Rocky Boy’s Reservation is located in north- 
central Montana and is home to the Chippewa Cree Tribe.
The Rocky Boy’s Agency serves as headquarters for the 
reservation and is about 30 miles south o f Havre. The nearest 
urban area is Great Falls, roughly 100 miles to the southeast. 
Rocky Boy’s revenue sources totaled about $79.5 million, 
ranking sixth among the seven reservation areas.
U.S. government sources provided about $52.0 million, 
approximately 65.4 percent o f the total. Miscellaneous 
sources contributed about $11.9 million, or roughly 15.0 
percent. Earned income was about $10.2 million, or 12.8 
percent. The $5.2 million provided by the State o f Montana
accounted for approximately 6.6 percent. Fiduciary sources 
contributed less than 1 percent.
The Chippewa Cree Tribe accounted for about $28.2 
million in uses, or 35.4 percent o f the total. The Rocky Boy 
Health Board reported about $15.7 million, representing 19.8 
percent o f  the total. Uses associated with the Rocky Boy’s 
School District were approximately $10.8 million, or 13.6 
percent. Q
Eleanor YellowRobe, a 1999 MBA graduate, returned to The 
University of Montana to complete advanced coursemrk in accounting 
to earn the credentials necessary to sit for the CPA exam. She is 
currently working as a substitute teacherfor the Rocky Bey’s schools 
while preparing for the exam.
Table 17
Revenue Sources, Rocky Boy Reservation Area, FY 2003
Source Amount Percent |
Federal Sources $51,967,947 65.4
Earned: Revenue by Entities or Individuals $10,167,564 12.8
Various: Other Government/Private Sources $11,919,355 15.0
State: School Districts & grants/awards $5,234,691 6.6
Fiduciary: maintained on behalf of others $200,894 0.2
Total $79,490,451 100.0
Table 18
Uses of Revenues, Rocky Boy’s Reservation Area, FY 2003
Entity Amount Percent
Chippewa Cree Tribe $28,151,999 35.4
Rocky Boy’s Health Board $15,742,709 19.8
Rocky Boy’s School District $10,821,385 13.6
Stone Child College $9,225,074 11.6
Box Elder School District $5,543,839 7.0 .
Chippewa-Cree Tribe Housing Authority $3,351,897 . 4.2J&
National Tribal Development Association (NTDA) $1,652,982 2,1
Bureau of Indian Affairs $991,309 1.2..
TANF $938,027 1.2" '
Social Security Income* $844,368 1.1
Other Entities $2,226,862 2.8
Total $79,490,451 100.0 /
*2000 Census.
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are complex, costly events influenced 
by a vast array o f  physical, climatic, and social 
factors. During five o f the last eight years, the 
Forest Services’ wildfire suppression expenditures 
have topped $1 billion, and total federal wildland 
suppression expenditures have been more than 
$>1.4 billion. Wildfire suppression has become an 
increasingly larger part o f  an already constrained 
Forest Service budget, accounting for more than 
40 percent o f  the budget in recent years compared 
to 10 to 15 percent in the 1990s. This means less 
money for other Forest Service land management 
programs such as fuels reduction, construction.
land acquisition, and resource management (GAO 
2004).
The state o f  Montana is also feeling the effects 
o f  extreme fire seasons and rising costs. In a special 
session o f the state Legislature held on September 
5,2007, Montana’s lawmakers set aside $42 million 
to pay for this year’s wildfires and created a new 
$40 million account to pay for future wildfires for 
the next two years while continuing to analyze the 
budgetary needs for wildfire suppression. 1
by Krista Gebert
The high cost o f  suppressing wildfires is taking a toll on federal and state agencies alike. Large wildland fires
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Why are Costs Rising?
With each high-cost year comes a multitude o f fire 
cost reviews, suppression cost studies by federal oversight 
agencies, and new rules and regulations focused on containing 
or reducing suppression costs. But the question remains:
What is causing the rising cost o f  suppression and what, if 
anything, can be done about it?
Figure 1 shows the trend in Forest Service suppression 
expenditures and acres burned over the past 35 years and 
illustrates well the problem facing the land management 
agencies.1 For fiscal years 1971-1986, suppression 
expenditures for the Forest Service averaged around $200 
million per year (all dollar figures are expressed in constant 
2006$).2 The annual average increased to $600 million for the 
period 1987-2006, and it has climbed even higher in the past 
ten years to an average o f $800 million per year.
As Figure 1 also illustrates, this same pattern holds for 
the number o f acres burned in large Forest Service fires 
(those greater than or equal to 300 acres) with large increases 
in both the magnitude and year-to-year variation in acres 
burned occurring in the past two decades. In fact, acres 
burned and suppression expenditures are closely correlated, 
so accurate predictions o f how many acres would likely burn 
in an upcoming fire season would greatly aid in predicting 
upcoming fire expenditures for budgetary projections. The 
increase in suppression expenditures appears to be related 
to this increase in acres burned and not a per-acre increase 
in suppression expenditures. The trend for average per-acre 
expenditures did not increase over this period (see Figure 2).
This tie between acres burned and suppression 
expenditures means that in order to understand why the total 
cost o f suppressing wildfires is rising, it is important to try to 
understand why the amount o f area burned by wildfires has 
been increasing in the past two decades.
Figure 1
U.S. Forest Service Emergency Wildfire 
Suppression Expenditures and Acres Burned
Note: Data have been adjusted to maintain consistency over the period and 
therefore may not match other published data.
Figure 2
Forest Service Emergency Wildland Fire Suppression 
Expenditures Per Acre Burned
Climate Changes
Research has linked drought, rising temperatures, earlier 
melting o f snowpack, and fuel buildups due to past fire 
suppression to the extreme fire seasons o f recent years 
(Kitzberger et al. 2007, Collins et al. 2006, Westerling et al. 
2006, Calkin et al. 2004, Arno and Brown 1991). These are 
undoubtedly important factors that have been contributing 
to the upward trend in expenditures and the yearly variations. 
However, conditions alone are not enough to cause wildfires; 
an ignition source is also necessary, either human or 
natural. Figure 3 illustrates this point. It shows suppression 
expenditures versus the average spring-summer temperature 
for the Northern Region o f the Forest Service (Montana, 
Northern Idaho, and parts o f  northeastern Washington, and 
North and South Dakota). Below a certain threshold (15 
degrees C or 59 degrees F), suppression costs generally fall 
below $50 million. However, once the threshold has been
Figure 3
Forest Service Emergency Wildfire Suppression 
Expenditures for the Northern Region 
vs. Average Spring-Summer Temperature
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exceeded, suppression expenditures range from as low 
as $25 million to as high as $350 million.
Though the increase in acres burned and variation 
in climate and weather patterns from year to year 
helps explain the increase in total wildfire suppression 
costs, they don’t give the complete picture. Even after 
accounting for these factors, there is still a systematic 
upward trend in total expenditures — increasing costs 
not accounted for by differences in acres burned. So 
what other factors are adding to the increasing costs 
o f  suppression?
Private Development
One factor often blamed for the recent increases 
in suppression costs is a more complex firefighting 
environment due to expanding private development 
within the wildland-urban interface (WUI) (Snyder 
1999). In the current wildfire environment, private 
resource values and public infrastructure are 
frequently the strategic drivers o f  suppression 
decisions both from a values-at-risk standpoint, and 
often, more importantly, a political standpoint (NAPA 2002, 
Canton-Thompson et al. 2006, Gebert et al. 2007, Liang et 
al.(in review)). Structures, specifically homes in the wildland- 
urban interface, are among the most obvious values-at-risk 
from wildland fire. Threatened structures significantly 
influence suppression decisions and are potentially the most 
difficult, dangerous, and expensive resource to protect. In 
a recent report, the Office o f  the Inspector General (OIG 
2007) stated that 50 to 95 percent o f expenditures are directly 
related to protecting private property and homes in the 
wildland-urban interface. These estimates, however, were 
obtained through interviews with a small number o f fire 
managers and were not quantitatively derived.
Some recent research studies, however, have found 
evidence o f the link between increasing values at risk, 
especially in terms o f private property and suppression 
expenditures. In a study designed to estimate Forest Service 
suppression expenditures, Gebert et al. (2007) found that 
higher home values within 20 miles o f  a fire ignition are 
related to higher suppression expenditures for individual 
large fires (those greater to or equal to 300 acres). In a study 
o f recent large fires in the Northern Region o f the Forest 
Service, Liang et al (in review) found fire size and private land 
to have a strong effect on suppression expenditures.
Human Factors
Human factors, largely ignored in both research and 
administrative studies, also contribute to cost differences 
among fires and may be contributing to rising costs o f 
suppression. In a recent study Canton-Thompson et al.
(2006), the researchers conducted 48 in-depth interviews 1
with Incident Management Team command and general 
staff members from all federal agencies and geographic areas 
to gather their impressions o f the factors that affect costs 
on large wildland fires. This study highlights several factors 
associated with the human aspects o f  wildland fire fighting 
that are believed to be adding to the costs o f  suppressing 
wildfires.
In the views o f  those interviewed, there is an increasing 
tendency toward risk aversion on the parts o f  both Incident 
Management teams and agency administrators. Reasons given 
by many interviewees for this change were 1) increasing 
agency safety concerns, 2) perceived lack o f  agency support 
with accompanying increased risk o f  personal liability, and 3) 
excessive rules and regulations. Increased risk aversion may 
lead to higher costs because it is less risky to throw resources 
at a fire than to withhold resources in an attempt to control 
costs and then have the fire get out o f control.
The dwindling experience level o f  agency administrators 
(the district ranger or forest supervisor) is also seen as leading 
to an increase in risk aversion. Interviewees stated that agency 
administrators with little or no experience with wildland fire 
tend to be more risk averse and want to use more resources 
than perhaps necessary to avoid possible bad outcomes.
The trend toward agency administrators with little or no fire 
experience was seen as growing because fire suppression is 
no longer viewed as part o f  an em ployee’s job as it was in the 
past. Therefore, administrators now coming up through the 
ranks don’t have the fire experience that their predecessors 
had.
Another major factor seen as increasing the cost o f 
many large fires is pressure from those outside the agency
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Smoke over Darby.
Photo by Kurt W ilson.
concerning the types o f resources or firefighting strategy to 
use on a particular fire. Although Congress and government 
oversight agencies put pressure on the land management 
agencies to constrain the costs o f  fighting fires, it is often 
a matter o f “not in my backyard.” Local politicians, when 
faced with wildfires in their own district, often exert pressure 
on the teams to use resources, strategies, or tactics that 
interviewees suggested would not have normally been used 
and that, in many cases, they knew would be ineffective.
Resource constraints, particularly regarding human 
resources, are also taking their toll on the ability to control 
the costs o f  suppression efforts.
First, is the recent centralization o f Forest Service budget 
and finance personnel. These personnel, who have been 
moved out o f regions and forests and into the Albuquerque 
Service Center in New Mexico, are unavailable for fire 
assignments. This leaves the teams fighting the fires with 
unfilled finance positions that are needed to help monitor the 
costs o f  fire.
Second, there is a decreasing availability o f employees to 
serve on teams due to the changing culture o f the agency, 
increased risk o f personal liability, and reluctance on the part 
o f supervisors to release employees for team assignments. 
This reluctance stems from shortages o f personnel for 
accomplishing necessary non fire-related work and meeting 
agency performance targets.
Finally, and perhaps most importandy, is the retirement o f 
experienced fire personnel, with most command and general 
staff team members nearing the ends o f their careers. Due 
to some o f the issues noted above, there is a large shortage 
o f replacement personnel with sufficient fire experience.
Many interviewees predicted that as federal agencies 
increasingly lose their fire suppression capabilities, 
costs will increase, and, once lost, these capabilities 
may be difficult or impossible to restore. Other issues 
raised during the interviews include increasing use 
o f contracted resources, which are viewed as more 
expensive and o f lower quality in many instances, and 
substantial increases in technology and associated 
expenditures.
Solutions?
So what, if anything, can be done to stem the 
tide o f rising expenditures? Though the federal land 
management agencies cannot control the weather 
or climate, they are taking steps to try to affect some o f the 
other factors contributing to the surge in suppression costs. 
Mentoring and certification programs have been established 
for agency administrators who lack wildland fire experience. 
Also, efforts are underway to institute greater oversight 
and accountability o f fire suppression expenditures. The 
Ch ief’s Principal Representative (CPR) Program has been 
developed and is being implemented for the first time during 
the 2007 fire season. The program’s intent is to improve 
national oversight o f certain fires, conserve resources during 
the wildfire season, and increase application o f a national 
perspective on resource allocation to incidents. A new 
wildland fire decision support system is also being developed 
and will be tested this summer. The new system provides 
agency administrators and Incident Management Teams with 
spatially explicit information on fire spread probabilities 
and values at risk, as well as estimates o f suppression 
expenditures, to aid in decision-making.
Community Fire Plans intended to mitigate wildfire 
risks are being developed and implemented throughout the 
country. Included in their action plans are capacity building 
for local fire departments, hazardous fuel reductions in the 
wildland-urban interface, and restoration o f fire-adapted 
ecosystems. Successful implementation o f these plans may 
help agency administrators and Incident Management Teams 
feel more comfortable pursuing limited rather than full 
suppression objectives, which could reduce suppression costs.
The federal firefighting agencies are also recognizing that 
current firefighters’ ability to react to complex and dangerous 
incidents is becoming compromised by burgeoning rules 
and regulations associated with safety and cost containment
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objectives. Therefore, steps are also being taken to simplify 
the sets o f  rules and regulations firefighters are expected 
to observe. In 2005, interagency participants were brought 
together at the Pulaski Conference to develop a foundational 
doctrine for fire suppression. This doctrine was intended 
to be “definitive enough to guide specific operation, yet 
adaptable enough to address diverse and varied situations” 
(Smith 2005) characteristic o f  wildland firefighting. The 
implementation process has begun, and Forest Service 
manuals related to fire suppression are currently being revised 
to incorporate foundation^doctrine principals. Efforts are 
also underway to improve oversight o f contract resources 
and more closely monitor contract development and 
implementation.
Perhaps the most difficult problem to address is that o f 
the increasing population within the wildland-urban interface. 
Whose job it is to protect property within the wildland-urban 
interface is a controversial subject that is not easy to resolve. 
In a recent report, O IG  (2007) recommended having non- 
federal entities pay an equitable share o f wildfire protection 
costs, stating that:
The FS perceives states as unwilling to voluntarily expand their 
protection responsibilities to include a greater share of WUI 
protection costs and because political and public expectations 
compel FS to make protecting property its highest priority. 
Consequently, FS has borne much more than its share of the 
expenses associated with fighting wildfires, which causes its 
costs to escalate while losing valuable natural resources in favor 
of private structures (page 5).
Increasing the share o f suppression expenditures spent by 
the state and local governments would decrease the amount 
o f federal spending on wildfire suppression. However, unless 
the current trend in spending changes, it would only transfer 
the burden from the federal to state and local governments.
If, because o f this transfer, tighter zoning regulations were 
passed that make it harder or more expensive to build houses 
in the wildland-urban interface, the behavior o f  people 
building the houses or o f the companies insuring such houses 
could change, thus having an effect on overall spending for 
structure protection. However, it is unclear whether state 
and local governments are willing or even financially able 
to increase their shares o f suppression expenditures. The 
issue o f whose responsibility the fire is if it starts on federal 
property and then crosses over onto state, private, or local 
lands is unclear at best.
Though steps are being taken to address some o f  the 
issues connected with the rising costs o f  suppression, severe 
wildfire seasons seem to be becoming the norm rather than 
the exception. The challenge for the land management
agencies, whether federal or state, is learning to deal with 
these fires in a cost-efficient and equitable manner, somehow 
balancing the concerns o f  both the federal oversight agencies 
and society. Q
Krista Gebert is an economist with the USDA Forest Service Rocky 
Mountain Research Station.
Notes
'Suppression expenditures shown have been adjusted for analysis purposes to 
maintain consistency in the types o f  expenditures over the period and so may not 
match other published figures.
2The year 1987 was used as the splitting point for the analysis because statistical 
tests indicated that a structural change in acres burned and suppression expenditures 
occurred at that time (see Calkin et. al. 2005).
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SELECTIONS, DISPOSITIONS, 
AND ACQUISITIONS 
A Brief History of Montana's Land Grants
by Tom Schultz
G R A N V IL L E  S T U A R T
Granville Stuart was Montana’s first land agent (1891 -'(893). He 
selected more than 600,000 acres of state trust land for Montana.
Introduction
Religion, politics, harvesting old growth timber, and selling public lands all have one thing in common — these topics all engender impassioned discussion and debate. Efforts to dispose o f 
federal public lands under Presidents Ronald Reagan and 
George W. Bush have met with resounding opposition 
from individuals and interest groups who view the sale and 
subsequent privatization o f public lands as a grave threat 
to the heritage o f use and ownership o f public lands by the 
American people. However, the current climate o f opposition 
to the sale o f public lands was not always so.
In 1862, Congress passed the Homestead Act, which 
allowed homesteaders to file for a quarter-section o f free 
land (160 acres). The land was transferred to the setder if he 
lived there for five years, or the land could be purchased for 
$1.25 per acre after six months. More than 80 million acres 
o f federal lands were transferred from the public domain and 
privatized before homesteading was officially ended in 1976 
with the passage o f the Federal Land Policy and Management 
Act (FLPMA). FLPMA marked the official shift from 
disposition to retention o f federal public lands. A similar 
story exists regarding the acquisition and disposition o f state 
trust lands.
Nearly 100 million acres o f federal public lands were 
granted from the federal government to the states for the 
purposes o f supporting public education, universities, 
veterans, public buildings, etc. (Souder & Fairfax 1996).
Many states, including Montana, set out early to dispose 
o f land grant lands and to utilize those funds to create 
permanent investment funds that supported school funding 
by distributing interest earnings. The story o f Montana’s 
land grants, dispositions, and subsequent acquisitions 
has some similarities to that o f the federal government, 
but also has resounding differences. In the late 1990s, 
discussions resurfaced among the Montana Board o f 
Land Commissioners regarding the sale o f state lands. An 
emerging interest in increasing public access and increasing 
trust revenue returns has re-energized the state land sale 
program in Montana.
History of the State Trusts
While serving as governor o f Virginia, Thomas Jefferson 
drafted the Bill for General Diffusion o f Knowledge, which 
stated, “ ... those persons whom nature hath endowed with 
genius and virtue should be rendered by liberal education 
worthy to receive, and able to guard the sacred deposit o f 
the rights and liberties o f their fellow citizens, and that they 
should be called to that charge without regard to wealth, 
birth, or other accidental condition or circumstance.”
The U.S. Congress, following Thomas Jefferson’s vision for 
a publicly-educated society, which was deemed necessary for 
a republican form o f government, established the policy o f 
granting land for the support o f  schools in new states with 
the General Land Ordinance o f 1785 and more specifically
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Figure 1
Trust Gross Revenue by Source
with the Northwest Ordinance o f 1787. The original thirteen 
colonies and the three subsequent states that were admitted 
to the Union were not given any land grants because no 
federal lands existed within their borders. Ohio was the first 
state to be admitted to the Union under the General Land 
Ordinance o f 1785. In Ohio, section 16 in each township was 
granted direcdy to the township “ ... to the inhabitants o f 
such township, for the use o f  schools” (Souder and Fairfax 
1996:18).
The Enabling Act o f  1889, under which Washington, 
North Dakota, South Dakota, and Montana were admitted 
to the Union, states, “That upon admission o f  each o f said 
states into the Union, sections numbered sixteen and thirty- 
six in every township o f  said proposed states ... are hereby 
granted to said states for the support o f  common 
schools....”
Montana Trust Land 
Beneficiaries and Revenues
The original common school grant in Montana was for 
5,188,000 acres, with an additional 668,720 acres granted
for other endowed institutions, including the State Normal 
School, School o f  Mines, Montana State College, Montana 
State University (University o f Montana), Deaf and Dumb 
Asylum, and the State Reform School (Schultz and Buder 
2003). Currendy, Montana’s trust land acreage totals more 
than 5.1 million surface and 6.2 million mineral acres. 
Whereas 90 percent o f the trust land surface and mineral 
ownership is dedicated to the Common Schools (K-12), there 
are nine other trusts that receive revenue from a variety o f 
land management activities. Tfie revenue distributed to the 
Common Schools represents approximately 11 percent o f the 
FY 2006 state-funded budget.
Figure 1 displays total gross revenue generated from land 
management activity for the past six years. As is evident in 
Table 1, the greatest amount o f net revenue was historically 
generated from surface management (agriculture, grazing, 
timber, and special uses). However in FY06, this changed — 
the greatest amount o f  revenue was generated from mineral/ 
subsurface uses, which included oil and gas production.
History of Trust Land Selection 
and Disposition in Montana
As was mentioned previously, the state o f Montana 
acquired more than 5.85 million surface acres, o f  trust 
lands at or around statehood, yet today retains roughly 5.16 
million acres. The early focus o f managing Montana’s trust 
lands centered on “the selection, appraisal, sale and leasing 
o f state lands.” The Constitution o f 1889 established the 
Board o f Land Commissioners as having the authority to 
manage and dispose o f Montana’s state lands. The duties 
o f  the board were formalized in 1891 by the Legislature, at 
which time the Legislature also established the office o f  the 
State Land Agent. The land agent, under the direction o f  the 
board, was given the specific authority to select “in lieu o f” 
lands that had already been reserved for homesteads, mining 
claims, national forests, Indian reservations, and railroad 
rights-of-ways. Montana’s first land agent (1891—1893) was
Table 1
Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation 
Trust Net Revenue by Source 
FY 2002 - FY 2006
Source FY2002 FY2003 FY2004 FY2005 FY2006
Ag. & Grazing $12,097,023 $13,072,974 $12,372,517 $14,157,290 $15,286,727
Forest Mgmt $4,996,012 $3,138,699 $4,783,274 $9,075,011 $8,262,120
Minerals Mgmt. $8,745,150 $11,310,736 $15,169,914 $22,971,621 $41,749,704
Real Estate $1,097,211 $1,206,388 $3,425,774 $2,800,883 $2,878,138
Total $26,935,396 $28,728,797 $35,751,478 $49,004,805 $68,176,688
Source: Montana Department of Natural Resources & Conservation, 2006b.
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Granville Stuart (Montana Board o f  Land Commissioners 
2004). As the land agent, Stuart personally selected more 
than 600,000 acres o f state trust land for the state o f 
Montana (Stuart 1977). In the 1870s, Granville was known 
for his exploits as a miner, a banker, and a cattleman. He 
managed an extensive open range cattle operation (Pioneer 
Catde Company) in Fergus County until 1888. In addition to 
being a businessman, contributing founder o f the Montana 
Stockgrowers Association, and a vigilante, Granville also 
served as a Democrat in the Territorial Legislature in 1872, 
1875,1879, and 1883.
The Second Annual Report (1892) o f  the Board o f  Land 
Commissioners detailed some o f the issues they faced during 
that time, including the selection o f “in lieu o f” lands. In 
order to lease or sell existing lands, the land needed to be 
appraised. While other western states began selling their 
state lands, Montana initially took a different management 
approach. In the Second Annual Report o f  the State 
Board o f Land Commissioners, the board expressed their 
preference to lease land instead o f selling it. They felt that 
the advantages o f this system were that the state would retain 
ownership and any increase in value would accrue to the 
state. Also, the proceeds o f leasing the lands could be used to 
support various institutions.
With that being said, by 1897, more than 14,600 acres o f 
state land had been sold. The year 1907 marked the single 
largest sale o f  state lands in a given year since statehood.
More than 54,700 acres were sold that year, with almost 
36,000 acres sold in Flathead County alone. Total revenues 
from land sales that year exceeded $777,500. Land sales 
escalated significantly in 1910, when “land sales were held 
in ten counties, which totaled 142,338.72 acres (47,000 acres 
in Fergus County), selling for $2,733,171.98. This record 
exceeds the best previous year, 1907, by over 87,000 acres and 
$1,955,569.” Land sales continued to accelerate, and the 
acreage sold (210,210.86 acres) in 1912, in fact, is the largest 
amount o f state land ever sold in a given year (See Figure 2).
In the 1928-1930 biennial annual report, I. M. Brandjord, 
Commissioner o f State Lands and Investments, offered this 
perspective on the sale o f state lands:
It was the intent and purpose o f the Enabling Act, 
granting the lands to the State, that they should be 
sold and converted into permanent funds as soon as 
practicable.... The lands must be sold and brought into 
private ownership in order to bring forth the best results 
in management and crop production; only by being 
brought into private ownership will the lands contribute 
their proper share toward the development o f the 
community in which they are located.
Brandjord, clearly influenced by the thinking o f Gifford 
Pinchot (first Chief o f  the U.S. Forest Service), however,
Figure 2
State Trust Land Sales Since Statehood
Source: Montana Department of Natural Resources &  Conservation, 2006.
made an exception to his ideological perspective on selling 
state lands when it came to timberlands:
The reasons above given for the sale o f  State lands do 
not apply to timber lands. There are intrinsic reasons 
why at least some forests must be administered by the 
State and Nation. This has been done from ancient times 
and is the well established policy o f civilized countries 
throughout the world today.
The affinity for retaining timberlands was also expressed as 
a recommendation by the Board o f Land Commissioners in 
their 6th Annual Report (1896):
The experience o f the board during the past few years in 
the matter o f handling the timber lands belonging to the 
state brings us to the conclusion that these lands should 
not be sold except in cases where unusual conditions 
prevail.... By holding the lands ... as the board has done 
in the case o f all sales made; a growth o f young timber is 
left standing on the land which will be large enough for 
sale for lumber in a few years; and thus by retaining the 
land the State will have a perpetual source o f revenue.
The policy o f retaining timberlands was reflected in 
Section 64, Chapter 60 o f Montana Laws in 1927. It was 
later re-codified in 77-2-303, MCA in 1978. Section 1 
o f the statute stated, “Except as provided in 77-2-318, 
lands classified as timberlands are not subject to sale, but 
timber theron may be sold and disposed o f in the manner 
provided by law.” This law, however, was overturned by 
the Montana Supreme Court in the MonTrust (1999) case 
because the court deemed the prohibition an unconstitutional 
infringement on the discretion o f the Board o f Land 
Commissioners. Subsequently, Section 1 o f 77-2-303, MCA
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was repealed during the 1999 Legislative Session.
In 1960, the Montana Legislative Council completed a 
report to the Thirty-Seventh Legislative Assembly regarding 
the operations o f  the Department o f State Lands and 
Investments. In that report is a discussion o f  land sales 
and policies o f  different land boards through time. The 
Legislative Council pointed out the shifts in policy over time 
from the first board (1892) that preferred leasing to sales, 
and contrasted that with Brandjord’s perspective in 1930 that 
state land should be sold as quickly as possible. With regards 
to which lands should be sold. Legislative Council noted,
“The policy o f the present land board is apparendy not to sell 
agricultural [farm] land, although there have been deviations 
from this policy. Grazing land is sold on request— ” The 
report states that the board’s reluctance to sell agricultural 
land goes back at least sixteen years. At a land board meeting 
in October 1944, the board unanimously agreed that 
agricultural land under lease not be recommended for sale.
In conclusion, the Legislative Council made the following 
recommendation:
Assuming that adequate rentals for state lands will be 
established and that it will be possible to secure sufficient 
field supervision, the Council believes that the lands 
themselves represent the best type o f investment. .. .The 
Legislative Council recommends, therefore, that the sale 
o f  state lands not be promoted and that limited quantities 
continue to be sold only when necessary. The Council 
does not feel that it can recommend that no land should 
be sold. Each sale request should be considered on its 
own merits and no sale should be approved by the board 
until it has carefully scrutinized the transaction.
More than 2.1 million acres o f state land has been sold 
since statehood (see Figure 2). This number has been offset 
over time through farm foreclosure acquisitions, land 
exchanges, and land banking acquisitions. Today, more than 
5.16 million surface acres o f state land exist as trust assets. 
The current asset value o f those lands is approximately $4.4 
billion (MT DNRC 2006b).
Land Sales Slow Down
The climax o f Montana state trust land sales occurred 
during the period between 1911 and 1920. During this 
decade, more than 950,000 acres were sold. It wasn’t until 
the 1960s that land sales began to significantly slow down. 
The six decades prior to 1961 saw on average 337,700 acres 
sold every 10 years. Whether in response to the Legislative 
Council’s Recommendations from 1960, or as a result o f  the 
general cultural changes that characterized the 1960s, only 
54,831 acres were sold between 1961 and 1970. The decline 
in land sales.continued from the 1970s until 2006.
Other than the 30 residential lots sold in Billings (Continental
Divide), minimal amounts o f state land were sold between 
1990 and 2003. It was not until 2007 that Montana state land 
sales picked up again.
Land Banking Legislation
Given the dearth o f state land sales during the 
25-year period between 1980 and 2005, one can conclude 
that the various land boards during this time generally 
opposed the sale o f  state lands. Even with the passage of 
77-2-318, MCA in 1989, which specifically authorized the 
sale o f leased cabin or home sites, the board continued 
to lease these lands as opposed to selling them. However, 
discussions, initiated by the state auditor, arose at land 
board meetings between 1996 and 1997 exploring the 
concept o f deferred exchanges and land banking. The 
concept was to sell state land, hold the proceeds, and 
reinvest those proceeds in land within a certain period 
o f time. The primary interest in the sale o f  state lands 
at the time focused on selling isolated or inaccessible 
parcels o f  land and acquiring parcels that had access 
for the public. This concept gained momentum during 
2002, when the Department o f Natural Resources & 
Conservation (DNRC), with support from the land 
board, began meeting with various interest groups to 
explore the potential to develop land banking legislation. 
The legislation materialized and passed with bipartisan 
support during the 2003 legislative session as House 
Bill 223 (codified in 77-2-361 through 77-2-366, MCA). 
The bill authorized DNRC to sell up to 100,000 acres 
under the program and set a sunset date o f  2008 for the 
program. The expressed intent o f the bill was twofold: 
diversify land holdings to increase revenue to the various 
school trusts and increase the amount o f publicly 
accessible state trust lands.
Land Banking Implementation
The authority to conduct a “negotiated” rulemaking 
process was approved by the Board o f Land Commissioners 
in June 2004, and the committee initiated its work in October 
2004. The negotiated rulemaking committee included diverse 
interests from the Montana Wildlife Federation, the Montana 
Stockgrower’s Association, the Montana Wood Products 
Association, the Montana Audubon Society, the Coalition 
for Public Lands Access, the Montana Environmental 
Information Center, the Montana Farm Bureau, Montana 
State University, University o f Montana, the Montana School 
Board’s Association, the Department o f Natural Resources 
& Conservation, and Montanans for the Responsible Use 
o f the School Trust (MonTrust). After a nearly year-long, 
grueling process, administrative rules (ARM 36.25.801 
through 817) were given final approval by the Board o f Land 
Commissioners in September 2005. Since then, a total o f
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Table 2
Trust Land Sold via Land Banking in FY07
County Acres Sales Price Annual Income Grant Return
Chouteau 320 $60,800 $364 State Industrial School 0.60%
Chouteau 640 $121,600 $780 Common Schools 0.64%
Custer 9,585 $1,461,800 $11,369 Common Schools 0.78%
Flathead 85 $6,400,000 $1,119 Common Schools 0.02%
Garfield 6,400 $947,000 $8,614 Common Schools 0.97%
Madison 479 $886,298 $601 Common Schools 0.07%
Powell 80 $424,000 $110 Common Schools 0.03%
Treasure 1,600 $368,000 $2,039 Common Schools 0.57%
TOTAL 19,189 $10,669,498 $24,996 Overall weighted 0.8%
average for CS
Source: Montana Department of Natural Resources & Conservation, 2006.
118,038 acres have been nominated for sale since program 
inception. In FY07, DNRC processed and sold 19,189 
acres o f land (see Table 2); 18,625 isolated acres (97.1%),
564 legally (2.9%) accessible acres. Twenty parcels were 
nominated for acquisition, and 5 parcels were purchased, 
totaling 24,315 acres (see Table 3).
Land Banking Sales
Land banking rules demand a rigorous examination 
of trust land prior to sale, including evaluation using the 
Montana Environmental Policy Act (MEPA) process, 
appraisal, notification o f lessees, beneficiaries, adjacent 
landowners, licensees, and publication o f legal notices. If the 
review process is successful, it culminates in a public auction, 
after which final board approval is required. The 3-year 
weighted average rate o f return on land sold is 0.8 percent for 
Common Schools and 0.6 percent for Pine Hills Trust (State 
Industrial School).
Land Banking Acquisitions
The land banking rules, established three primary criteria 
for tracts acquired:
• generating the best return on the dollar with the 
greatest likelihood o f producing higher revenue than 
that o f the land sold;
• improving access; and
• maintaining a similar land base consistent with the 
state’s fiduciary duty.
Table 3 summarizes replacement property acquired with 
land banking proceeds for Common Schools. Note that 
while 19,189 acres were sold generating $10,669,498 in sales 
revenue, the state has acquired 24,315 acres while spending 
$9,098,627. Additionally, the replacement acreage is all 
publicly accessible, and is projected to produce a higher rate 
o f return for the various trust beneficiaries when compared 
against the properties that were sold.
Table 3
Tracts Acquired Through Land Banking
Tracts County Acres Purchase Price Appraised Value Est Annual Net Income




Eustance Ranch (Ulm Pishkin) Cascade 898: Grazing/Ag $718,256 $969,600 $16,654* 2.32% Oct 2006
Capdeville Ranch Valley 552: Ag $618,000 $619,000 $12,898 2.09% Dec 2006
North Lincoln Lewis and Clark 1,042: Graz/Timber $1,672,371 $2,455,000 $33,650 2.01% Dec 2006
Ovando Mtn. Powell 1,439: Graz/Timber $1,672,371 $2,455,000 $33,650 2.01% Dec 2006
Wolf Creek Ranch Fergus l,840:Grazing/Ag $1,290,000 $1,290,000 $25,473 1.97% Jan 2007
Tongue River Ranch** Custer 18,544: Grazing/Ag $4,800,000 $4,800,000 $64,700 1.35% April 2007
Total 24,315 $9,098,627 $10,133,600 1.69%
includes sale of park easement to FWP 
* *see photo on page 24.
Source: Montana Department of Natural Resources & Conservation, 2006.
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What’s Next?
In order to evaluate whether land banking has been a 
success, one needs to compare the results against defined 
expectations. Clearly, DNRC and the land board have 
increased the amount o f publicly accessible state trust lands, 
while at the same time, projections o f revenue indicate that 
they have increased net returns to the Common Schools 
Trust. Both o f these accomplishments are consistent with 
legislative intent o f the law. Now that the 2007 Legislature 
reauthorized the land banking program through October 
2011, the next step is to develop a road map for identifying 
what types o f land should continue to be sold and acquired.
Currendy, 79 percent o f  state trust lands (about 4.1 million 
acres) are classified as grazing lands, and return about $1.25 
net per acre. Consistent with earlier practices as detailed in 
the 1960 Legislative Council Report, it appears prudent for 
the land board to retain agricultural lands (11 percent o f 
state trust lands), and to sell grazing lands. Agricultural lands 
generate about $12 per acre net from dryland farming and 
about $27 per acre net from irrigated farming. Timberlands 
generate about $18 per acre net on average across the entire 
timber base (about 500,000 acres or 9 percent o f  the overall 
land base). Consistent with earlier practices o f  previous 
land boards, it appears prudent to continue to retain many 
o f the state timberlands and continue to manage for timber 
production, cabin sites, and recreational use.
What types o f land should be acquired by the Board o f 
Land Commissioners? If the goal is to increase returns to 
the trusts, it makes economic sense to acquire agricultural 
(especially irrigated lands), timberlands, and transition lands 
that have the potential to increase in value in the future. In 
addition to increasing returns to the various trusts, the board 
is also required to consider the public’s desire for increased
The 18,500 acre Tongue River Ranch in Custer County
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access to state trust lands for recreational pursuits. This may 
necessitate the acquisition o f lands that have natural features 
including water, wildlife habitat, and aesthetically pleasing 
landscapes.
Final Thoughts
As with past land sales and acquisitions, DNRC and the 
land board should continue to solicit public input on which 
lands should be sold and acquired, ensuring a thoughtful 
process. Harkening back to the advice o f the 1960 Legislative 
Council’s Report, “Each sale request should be considered 
on its own merits and no sale should be approved by the 
board until it has carefully scrutinized the transaction.” 
Acquisitions will likely be evaluated on their potential to meet 
the board’s fiduciary interest to the specific beneficiary, while 
simultaneously addressing the board’s multiple use obligations 
to the public as outlined in statute 77-l-203,MCA.Q
Tom Scbult̂  lives in Helena, Montana.
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WhitefishRadio.com owner Ross Strauser (left) wishes radio personality John Dunnigan (right) 
a happy birthday during an on-air Internet broadcast from the Whitefish studio.
UVhitefish Entrepreneur Launches 
Montana into Radio’s New Age
Big Fish Broadcasts Local Music, Small Town News Over the World Wide Web
by Amy Joyner
John Dunnigan is proud to say he is not a radio show host, which is hard for some people to understand.“People ask me what station my show is on. I say, ‘it’s not/ 
That makes it more difficult to explain,” the offbeat Montana 
musician said.
During his one-hour John Dunnigan Show, broadcast each 
Thursday from Whitefish, he plays his music and interviews 
other Montana artists for listeners worldwide. Yet he is not a 
radio personality you can find on your radio dial. Dunnigan’s 
highly popular, pre-recorded show is only available via the 
World Wide Web on WhifefishRadio.com, the brainchild o f 
Ross Strauser.
The 45-year-old Strauser is the first entrepreneur in 
Montana to transform a 27-year career in traditional radio 
into a stricdy Internet broadcast venture. The Internet is the 
future o f radio, he insists, and he is through with “terrestrial” 
radio, which he defines as such because radio towers are
planted in the dirt, and limited only to people in specific 
geographical locations.
Not so with his Big Fish Internet broadcast found at 
www.WhitefishRadio.com, launched January 8,2007. There’s 
nothing terrestrial or traditional about the Whitefish-based 
business venture Ross Strauser owns with his wife Susan. 
Other Montana radio stations may stream their existing 
broadcasts over the Internet, but only Big Fish is solely 
recorded for and accessed via the Web. ‘We call it Webcasting 
because it really isn’t a broadcast as we know it. It is a radio 
station in every way, shape, and form, but without a tower. It’s 
breaking the rules o f  traditionally formatted radio stations,” 
Strauser said.
Strauser’s cutting-edge entertainment source sends the 
world music and specialty talk shows, like Dunnigan’s, which 
are available only on The Big Fish, WhitefishRadio.com. 
“Dunnigan is the highest rated show we have.” During his
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Big Fish Celebrities
When Ross and Susan Strauser opened their Reel Montana, 
Inc., studio 14 years ago to digitally record audio and voice­
over tracks, they didn’t know how many real famous people 
they would work with.
Here’s an abbreviated list o f  celebrities who live in, or 
vacation in, the Flathead Valley, who have recorded audio 
segments at Reel Montana. Some o f these recordings are also 
used as programming for The Big Fish, www.WhitefishRadio. 
com.
“They found out there is a studio here, and once that 
started, it steamrolled,” Ross Strauser explains. “A lot o f 
people from Hollywood who live out here use it.”
• NFL Hall o f  Fame member and Fox NFL Sunday 
Analyst Howie Long has been able to vacation in Montana 
and still record his 3rd and hong radio show during the 
summer months. Long visits Reel Montana just once and can 
record three weeks o f the Westwood One Radio Network’s 
syndicated show.
• For 10 years, the 67-year-old actor and premier 
Broadway, film, television, and voice-over actor David
Ackroyd has used the studio to narrate the History Channel 
show History's Mysteries. Ackroyd lives in Whitefish part-time 
and is a founding member o f the region’s Alpine Theatre 
Project.
A Big Fish regular now, Ackroyd records his Webcast 
Lights! Camera! Ackroyd! Each week he dissects some aspect 
o f  “the biz” that doesn’t get talked about on “Entertainment 
Tonight,” “Inside Edition,” or the “E! Channel.” He has 
featured titles like Bad Career Moves, and What To Do When the 
Set Catches Fire.
• Stage, screen and television actor John Lithgow has 
also recreated one o f his more fambtis voice projects at Reel 
Montana.
“With Lithgow, we had the DreamWorks production 
studio people here,” Strauser says. For the three hit Shrek 
movies, Lithgow played Lord Farquaad, the ruthless ruler 
o f  the Kingdom o f Duloc. Though the m ovie’s audio was 
not done in Montana, Lithgow used Reel Montana to record 
Farquaad’s voice for the Shrek theme park ride at Universal 
Studios California.
career, Dunnigan has played with Bonnie Raitt, Asleep at the 
Wheel, Norton Buffalo, the Dirt Band, Kris Kristofferson, 
and many others including Bruce Springsteen.
“I describe our format as ‘Montana, local and 
independent artists’— music that other radio 
stations have turned their backs on,”
Strauser said. And this summer, he 
added a new sports section to the 
Big Fish with coach interviews, 
score tickers, and schedules for 
Flathead-area teams. “The 
automated radio channels 




Big Fish began with 
the Strauser’s first business 
venture 14 years ago, Reel 
Montana, Inc., a state-of-the-art 
audio production studio where 
voice-over audio tracks could be 
recorded by not only locals, but an 
array o f  national talents (see sidebar).
Though he was still working for a local 
Whitefish radio group, Strauser did his Reel 
Montana work as a separate endeavor for several years.
Like many other Montanans, he found it necessary to work
more than one job in order to earn a living wage.
After 14 years o f working in local radio and working with 
celebrities who recorded audio tracks at Reel Montana, the 
Strausers saw the potential o f  the industry’s new era.
So Susan quit a secretarial job, and Ross left 
terrestrial radio. In November 2006, the 
couple began remodeling their Reel 
Montana studio and office space 
to create a broadcast station that 
would be heard only over the 
Internet.
“We started over with 
new equipment. That was 
a huge investment. It 
was scary to move from 
something I knew so well 
into something I wanted 
to do,” Strauser said. But, 
he explained, the rapid 
growth o f  the Internet 
broadcast industry gave 
him the confidence to pursue 
WhitefishRadio.com full time. 
With eight employees, 
including the Strausers, the station 
has outsourced basic work such as the 
Web site design. Strauser says that the Web 
site’s retro, vintage 50s look with the muted colors 
was created by Hillary Smith o f Pixel Solutions.
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I  In two hours, full-time Flathead resident and world- 
famous animal adventurer Jack Hanna wraps up his voice 
recording for an hour-long television show without having to 
travel to a big city. “Through Reel Montana and the studio, 
he’s recording the voice portion o f Animal Adventures. Jack 
would come into the studio and record the non-video portion 
o f the show” Strauser reveals.
From that working relationship, Strauser and Hanna 
developed a weekly show on the Big Fish called Where in 
the World is Jack Hanna? The Northwest Montana Humane 
Society capitalizes on that show by promoting local cats and 
dogs each week that need adoptions. Strauser says, “Hanna 
has helped with fundraisers and gives clues to his location.
The main goal o f that program is to get animals adopted here 
in the Flathead, so we really localize it.”Hannah’s primary 
home is in northwest Montana, so it is very convenient for 
him to record the audio portion o f his many shows at Reel 
Montana when he is not traveling
Reel Montana has taken those high-profile experiences
and marketed itself to get other big-name talent to use their 
recording studio. “People know each other,” Strauser says.
• Col. David Hackworth, who died a few years ago, used 
Reel Montana to narrate a few o f his books. One o f most 
decorated soldiers alive at the time, Hackworth wrote about 
the Vietnam War.
• The Big Fish features a show from Mac Bledsoe, father 
o f Drew Bledsoe o f the Dallas Cowboys. Parenting With 
Dignity is a program that teaches parents how to instill a 
sense o f responsible decision making in their kids. Strauser 
says, “This is a positive approach to parenting that is simple, 
easily understood, applicable in any situation, and incredibly 
intuitive.”
• Locally, Father Pat’s Restaurant Review, features a 
recorded program detailing monthly visits to local restaurants 
by a Catholic priest from the Valley.
• Three other favorites are Health Quest with K/ersti 
Cote, and Shane’s Spotlight on Music, a music-themed blog 
maintained by local teenager Shane Dowaliby.
From the onset, he worked with Smith to get a Web site 
that worked for him. “It had to have the any town, small 
town feel, but also have the best that technology has to 
offer.” He said that site visitors, which he calls viewers and 
listeners, like the feel and respond with blog participation and 
program downloads.
WhitefishRadio.com relies on a Los Angeles company 
to handle its streaming, which lets an Internet user hear the 
sound immediately instead o f waiting for a large audio file 
to download. The amount o f bandwidth needed to reach 
unlimited listeners is not currently available anywhere in 
Montana, Strauser said. The media are sent in continuous 
streams and played as they arrive using a media player that is 
typically included with a computer’s basic software, or Web 
browser, or downloaded from the software maker’s Web site.
Finding Advertising
When the couple launched WhitefishRadio.com, Strauser 
then had to compete with his former employer for the same 
advertising dollars
Because Internet use is tracked immediately by page visits, 
or hits, on a Web site, Strauser can tell potential advertisers 
who is tuning in, where they are, and what they are hearing.
Strauser regularly accesses the reports o f a company 
called WebTrends, a leading provider o f Web analyses 
and consumer marketing data. “WebTrends can rate every 
commercial, every show, know what’s been clicked on,” he 
said. “Terrestrial radio is only rated 6 or 12 months later. We 
have minute-by-minute ratings.”
His Web site statistics show that on a typical weekday 
afternoon, through all the people worldwide who are logged 
on or listening to WhitefishRadio.com, the site generates 
5,000 to 7,000 hits a day. “Some days you get 300,” Strauser 
explained. “But on a consistent basis, it is 5,000 to 7,000 hits 
a day.”
Even so, Strauser still must convince advertisers that his 
online endeavor can help their businesses. Audio production 
was the easy part, Strauser said. His biggest challenge has 
been educating people about Internet Radio. To do so, 
Strauser said Big Fish’s sales team had to throw their radio 
background out the window.
They are not selling typical advertising messages to play 
during repetitive music cycles hosted by DJs. They are selling 
Internet links and sponsorships o f Big Fish programming 
aimed at local people and hosted by local personalities.
WhitefishRadio.com also accepts less advertising than 
traditional radio, which generally has longer breaks. Listeners 
then tune out or turn o ff the commercials. With fewer, 
shorter breaks, WhitefishRadio listeners retain advertising 
messages at a better rate, which leads to a greater return to 
the advertisers, Strauser said.
“We could present this as a legitimate sales tool to local 
businesses. Once we get this first year under our belt, it 
should be really good as far as sales,” he said.
In the meantime, Strauser is seeking listeners. At first, he 
got his message out with local newspaper advertising and 
news stories in those papers and magazines read by potential 
listeners. He added a variety o f Webcrawlers on appropriate 
Web sites, and people started tuning in by logging on.
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“When you first come on,” he explained, “it’s a 
honeymoon period. You’ve debuted the guest hosts on the 
first day on air, playing the music you have. Everyone wants 
to come check you out to see what you are all about. It’s 
typical to have a big listenership in the beginning.”
In order to sustain listeners once the honeymoon period 
ends, Strauser said. Big Fish is increasing its name recognition 
through community events. “People are seeing we are 
legitimate and here to stay.”
Bright Future
Strauser anticipates that his listenership is nearly 
guaranteed to grow. Studies by Arbitron and Edison Research 
show that as many as 103 million Americans over age 12 have 
experienced Internet broadcasts, and a significant number of 
them are regular users o f  the new medium.
Research also shows that more than two out o f  five 
Americans, 100 million consumers, age 12 or older, have 
used Internet audio or video in the past month. Add to those 
numbers the research showing that 52 percent o f monthly 
Internet broadcast consumers have purchased online in the 
past month, and Internet radio looks pretty interesting to 
advertisers.
Strauser notes that Internet listeners tune in an average 
5.5 hours a week, at all times o f day. That is almost double 
terrestrial radio, in which listeners typically tune in during
morning and evening drive time. For Big Fish, prime 
streaming hours are from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. when workers are 
sitting at their desks seeking a particular audio segment and 
receiving the accompanying advertiser messages.
“It’s Montana’s only all-Internet station,” he said. “With 
being the first mover, we have 100 percent o f the market 
locked in right now.”
In addition to its Whitefish location, Strauser said other 
Montana towns like Eureka may be home to Big Fish Stations 
in the future. “Why not?” he asked. No one has asked for 
a business plan, Strauser said, but he would like to launch 
similar broadcasts in smaller communities, not currently 
served by traditional radio.
“I like to look at Eureka. It’s just an example o f a 
community that could be helped by an Internet station 
such as this.” By including weather, news, public service 
announcements, local, school, and sports information, 
Strauser is certain it would be a hit.
Strauser wants to keep the romanticism o f small-town life 
that his site visitors have come to expect. “It’s a hometown 
call to Mayberry,” he said. “It’s an escape.”
John Dunnigan agrees, explaining that focusing on a small 
town allows the station to be very keyed in to local interests. 
“I love this little thing,” he said.Q
A.my Joyner is a reporter for the Montana Business Quarterly.
Ross Strauser in his studio.
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O B J E C T I V I T Y ,
Wells Fargo Private Bank
■ Private Banking
■ Trust and Estate Services
■ Investment Management
■ Wealth Planning
Wells Fargo Investments, LLC
■ Insurance
■ Brokerage Services
Investment and Insurance Products:
I ►  NOT FDIC Insured ►  NO Bank Guarantee ►  MAY Lose value
Wells Fargo Private Bank provides financial services and products 
through Wells Fargo Bank, N.A. and its affiliates. Wells largo 
Investments, LLC (member SIPQ provides brokerage services. 
Insurance products are available through Wells Fargo Investments, LLC 
(California license #0026865) or licensed affiliates. Wells Fargo cannot 
provide tax advice. Please consult your professional tax advisor to 
determine how this information may apply to your own situation. 
02006 Wells Fargo Bank, N.A. Member FDIC.
T R A N S P A R E N C Y  A N D  C H O I C E
As a client of Wells Fargo Private Bank, you work with a local team of 
investment professionals, led by your relationship manager, to identify 
the optimal solution structure designed to assist you in meeting your 
wealth management goals. This process is driven by unbiased research, 
giving you clear insight into all of our recommendations.
Comprehensive asset allocation and risk tolerance profiling ensure that 
your personal choices are well reflected in the tailored solutions we 
recommend, culminating in a relationship that gives you ultimate 
control over the decisions that impact your future.
To learn more about our distinctive solutions, please contact:
Tom Mosley 
Regional M anager 
Wells Fargo Private Bank
175 N. 27th Street 
Billings, MT 59101 
406.657.3501
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